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Editor^s Choice
Underapplauded Books

Matthew Spalding, Ed., The Founders' Almanac: A
Practical Guide to the Notable Events, Greatest Leaders,
and Most Eloquent Words of the American Founding.
Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation, 2001. Pp.
xiv + 338.
Reviewed by Kevin L. Cope
ontemporary research on the Enlightenment suffers from an
enormous blind spot with respect to later eighteenth-century
new-world culture. The relentless search for "heteroglossic"
expressions of cultural "difference" has focused attention on a scattering of
tropical islands and Caribbean colonies. Meanwhile, the astounding transfor
mation of America from a smattering of Puritan settlements and a hodge-podge
of convict-staffed plantations into the first modern, Utopian, social-contractarian state gets surprisingly little notice. Disciplinary boundaries do little to help
this situation. Literary critics dismiss the jottings of the American "Founders"
as either documents in political history or as leftovers from school hornbooks;
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worse, historians tend to tread lightly among Americaniana, fearing that too
respectful an attitude toward George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and their
cohorts might bring accusations of patriotic naivetA The academy in general
has long suffered from entrenched but unsupported prejudices about the
revolutionists, including the suspicion that practical-minded men-of-affairs like
George Washington never had time to attain to genius—that some of the
American Founders were just plain dumb. In such a scholarly context, it has
been difficult for either the literary power or political-historical significance of
the seminal American Revolutionary documents to receive due appreciation.
Many Founders have routinely fallen victim to politically-driven smear
campaigns, whether exposes of Thomas Jefferson's interracialsexual exploits or
campaigns to erase the name of Washington from schools, streets, or geograph
ical features owing to misunderstandings about the first President's use of slave
labor.
Into this whirlwind of propaganda, self-pity, and occasional deception,
Matthew Spalding has introduced a new annotated anthology and essay
collection showcasing the most salient documents of the American Revolution
ary period: The Declaration of Independence, the American Constitution, and
George Washington's"Farewell Address." Preceding this selection are six essays
detailing the lives, careers, and works of George Washington, Benjamin
Franklin, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and James
Madison, along with a chronology of major events during the period and, most
remarkably of all, a huge (80-page) selection of carefully cited quotations from
most everyone who walked across the stage of Revolutionary drama, from the
fiery Thomas Paine and Patrick Henry to the somewhat cooler George Mason
and Gouverneur Morris. So broad and apt a selection covers not only the full
range of political expression during the period, but also shows the full spectrum
of literary genres and techniques available to the makers of the new American
republic, from pithy aphorisms and optimistic ejaculations (Sam Adams cries
out simply "What a glorious morning this is!" [135]) to moral epistles hke
Washington's or to carefully wrought and sedulously restrained legal composi
tions like the Constitution. Persistent suggestions that early American
ideologues are better venerated for their deeds than their writing skills will be
put to rest by this dazzling display of literary versatility in early America.
Spalding strikes a good balance among documents, introductory notes, his
own thoughts, and the contributions of other commentators. Spalding
provides a preface, a chronology, an introductory essay on Washington, and
assorted headnotes; five introductory essays (on Benjamin Franklin, John
Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison) come
from other distinguished hands. Although most of Spalding's contributors hail
from the ranks of political scientists and historians, his volume is enriched by
the wise inclusion of contributors from the disciplines of military science and
of American Studies. It would have been useful for Spalding to have included
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supplemental commentary from scholars in the traditional humanistic
endeavors—literature, philosophy, even art history—so as to relieve the
sometimes overly social-scientific tone of the volume. The political innovators
of the Enlightenment had not yet succumbed to the narrow disciplinarity that
nowadays rules academe and think-tanks, but Spalding seems not to see or
appreciate this sense of intellectual expansiveness in America's forebears. On
the other hand, the slightly uncritical objectivism of Spalding's scientific,
documentary, and analytical volume provides much-needed relief from the
usual revisionist interpretations of the documents in The Founders' Almanac.
Indeed, Spalding's assimilation of huge volumes of documentary material into
his "Useful Quotations" section—his collection of excerpts and aphorisms from
the wits of late- and post-colonial times—is itself a cheerful and apparently
innocently unrecognized literary act, a work of connoisseurship and editorial
acumen comparable to the great adage-encyclopedias of early modern times,
from Erasmus's
to Sir Francis 'Qzcoa'sAphoriosms: Ancientsand Moderns
to the Marquis of Halifax's Moral and Political Aphorisms and on to the
thousand-and-one advice-giving chapbooks of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.
If this volume has a fault, it is in the highly gerrymandered essays, which
are broken into too many short sections (on, for example, the life or times or
character or attitudes or any of a dozen other aspects of the author discussed)
with too many sub-headings. As a result, the introductory essays look less like
essays than like headnotes or encyclopedia entries—or perhaps like congressio
nal districts after re-drawing by Democratic congressmen. It would have been
better to present more flowing, genuinely essay-style reflections on each of
Spalding's selected authors rather than to try to point out to the reader every
single change of topic and every last conceptual box. This over-determination
of essay structure reflects a possible uncertainty as to the intended audience of
this volume—whether it is directed at secondary or early-college students or at
scholars needing a fresh perspective on Revolutionary-era documents or at a
middle-of-the-road popular audience needing reminding about the virtues of
America and encouragement to resist radical responses to the American
founding.
Bibliographically, Spalding's anthology is a small wonder. No expense
and no bit of care has been spared on the production of this fine book, which
has the look of an Enlightenment-era text along with the quality and comfort
of a modern volume and the clarity in design expected from art- and coffee-table
books. With respect to its beauty and ease of use. The Founders'Almanac riv^s
the productions of Rizzoli, Taschen, Scolar, and other makers of fine books and
facsimiles. It is every bit as suitable as a gift book for the connoisseur as it is a
primer for the student or a resource for the professional scholar.
Engaging in what David Hume might call its "simplicity and directness,"
Matthew Spalding's The Founders'Almanac is a superior addition to any library
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of documentary sources and a breath of fresh air in a political discourse choked
with lesser productions from less-than-altruistic interest-groups. Spalding's
book brings the period to life in an accurate, compendious, and clever way, a
way that will win over a broad array of diverse, intelligent audiences.

